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In discussing the use of mobile technology in education, Kress (2009) remarks 
that:  
[Mobile devices] contribute to a continuing and increasing blurring of the 
boundaries between virtual and real, offline and online; between times and 
sites of leisure and work; where information about activities and relations 
about the self, life and life-world and the environment...can be 
documented/recorded/'captured' – as representation and artefact. (p.194) 
While it may be true that our offline and online lives have begun to overlap, 
this online life has remained mostly exclusive of school life.  
Engaging students in their online lives seems to make sense as an educator.  
For many students, connectivity is a matter of fact.  As digital natives become 
older, more and more of our students will be perpetually jacked-in.  Our students 
are always-on as increasingly ubiquitous smartphone technology becomes cheaper 
and more accessible.  A peek into any university classroom would likely reveal 
one or two (though likely many more) students checking Line or Facebook.  
Always-on devices are letting the real world into the classroom. Many instructors 
have conversely attempted to use that ubiquitous connection to let the school 
world out.  However, the process of blurring the virtual and real boundaries in a 
classroom is especially difficult because the structure of power in a traditional 
classroom does not emulate the structure of power in society at large. 
In this paper, I attempt to outline the changing role of the instructor in the 
always-on classroom.  I also discuss the difficulties one might encounter in 
including an online social tool in a classroom of any kind.  I do my best to 
future-proof my discussion, as discussion of always-on communication and equity 
of access will become more and more relevant in coming years.  For now though, 
my discussion is restricted by the technologies available today.  Smartphones, 
Line, Twitter, and Facebook take a prominent role in my arguments because they 
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are on the cutting edge of communication at the time of this writing.   
 
II. Shift in structures of power 
Kress believes that the traditional paradigms for classroom interaction are 
losing ground to a more distributed model. Social media provides students with 
voice and authorship, and that authorship can lead to power. He says that 
contemporary communication reflects an open “participatory” relationship as 
opposed to the older “hierarchical” structures. “The redistribution of power in 
communication has the most profound effect on conceptions of learning, of 
knowledge, and hence on the formation of subjectivity and identity” (p.21). He goes 
on to state that young people are quite aware of this and act according to what 
they perceive to be the normal way power is distributed.  One might say that this 
has manifested in the uprisings against decades-long dictatorships in Iran, Egypt 
and Libya.  In fact, common tools of the Arab Spring were social media outlets 
that did not exist only a few years prior.   
This always-on connectivity was a prerequisite to these revolutions, for 
without tools already in place that could distribute power, the youth would likely 
not have had as much success in bringing about a change in the regimes.  Kress 
states that "current social and economic conditions are paralleled by and 
characteristic of features in the contemporary media landscape." (p.21)  As online 
tools reflect a distributed (horizontal) power structure, so too do governments (as 
evidenced by the cases above) and companies (as evidenced by sites like Wikileaks 
and The Consumerist) become subject to the will of the people who were previously 
"below" them in the old hierarchy.   
Kress goes on to punctuate this idea of parallelism with several points that 
mark this new landscape, the most relevant to this discussion being: 1) “the 
affordances of participation of current media technologies,” and 2) 
"Accessibility/connectivity/mobility/ubiquity of persons and information" (p.22) 
What "affordances of participation" do current media technologies allow?  I 
think it boils down to two factors: equity of access, and always-on connectivity.  
The equity of access refers to the idea that everyone is capable of joining the 
conversation.   News reports are no longer only made by news reporters, nor are 
they filtered exclusively through media outlets like BBC and CNN.  Anyone with 
a phone or access to a computer can now be a reporter.   
Another way to interpret the idea of equity of access is that once someone 
raises their voice in current media technologies, they have as much or as little 
authority as the masses prescribe them.  No matter one's rank in society, a tweet 
stands in the long list of tweets alongside celebrities and politicians.  Everyone's 




reader to assign worth to the massive amounts of messages. 
The other affordance of participation being provided by new media 
technologies is what Kress calls the “Accessibility/connectivity/mobility/ubiquity of 
persons and information” (p.22), and what I call, always-on communication.  This 
term represents not only the accessibility and ubiquity of the technology, but also 
the many-to-many communication structure that it allows.   
Between these two features of current communications technologies (equity of 
access and always-on connectivity) we can create an image of how digital natives 
perceive the social and economic world to operate (if indeed Kress is right that 
communications technologies do parallel these): 
 A result of constant connection, of being always plugged in and turned on, 
is that communications take place in a space somewhere between 
synchronous and asynchronous, and that all conversations are open to 
commentary and analysis. 
 Everyone with the ability to post online is a valid source of information 
and power.  Traditional power structures assumed that those without 
power would fall in line and support the hierarchy (or, at the least, assume 
that they SHOULD).  This is no longer the case.  
 
If this is the new landscape our students are communicating in, then it’s 
possible that instructors who use traditional methods of engagement and who 
prescribe to traditional (hierarchical) power structures are no longer engaging 
students in a way that they understand. "Young people act within these 
understandings of (their) power" (p.21) says Kress, and as communication 
patterns in modern society shift, it would be foolish to cling to (and continue to 
force students to partake in) defunct power dynamics. 
But power in the classroom is a bit peculiar, and a wholesale switch to 
distributed power is likely not possible.  As they exist today, classrooms have a 
more or less vertical power structure, with students on the bottom, and teachers 
above them (and administrators above them).  No matter how much one tries to 
convert to a more horizontal structure, in the end the teacher is still the one 
issuing assignments and giving grades.  I will look at the difficulty facing such a 
shift later in the paper, but for now I will just say that until this hierarchical 
structure changes, there will be a limit to how much an instructor can 
accommodate students innate sense of social power.  This restriction, in turn, 
makes it difficult to implement always-on tools in the classroom because the 
distributed way the tools work clashes with the traditional classroom hierarchy.  
 
 




III. Hands-off or hands-on? 
If students should be allowed to use always-on tools within their 
understandings of how said tools work, then where does the instructor fit?  
Twitter, for example, does not have someone in a position of power forcing 
themselves into every online communication.  It seems to follow from Kress’ 
arguments that the best course of action is for an instructor to remove himself 
from always-on communications.   
One justification for remaining hands-off is that instructor meddling in social 
spaces can have undesired or nonexistent effects. In other words, it is likely a 
waste of time.  Loewen and Erlam (2006), for example, conducted an 
experimental study on the effectiveness of text-based computer-mediated 
communication (CMC) on grammaticality judgment tasks. In their study, they 
provided two groups of students from the same ESL class with either implicit or 
explicit feedback via an online text-chat program. A third group received no extra 
feedback in the online chat. Their results showed no significant gains for either of 
the experimental groups over the control. 
In this example, the students did not attend to teacher feedback in text-chat 
sessions. Loewen and Erlam posit that this lack of uptake is a result of overlap in 
the chat. Because of the speed of the communication between the two students in 
the chat session, the instructors feedback often occurred several turns after the 
error was made. This either made it difficult for the students to make connections 
between the feedback and the error, or the students just didn't care about uptake. 
Because of the aforementioned speed that occurs in text-chat, Iwasaki and Oliver 
(2003) suggest that students gloss over feedback in chat so that they may spend 
more of their energy attending to the meaning and on conveying what they want to 
say as quickly as possible.  
This illustrates perfectly Kress' comment that the youth will act within the 
understanding they have of their power.  To the students, a chatroom is part of 
the current communication technology paradigm that equalizes users and 
invalidates the hierarchical structure that the instructor was attempting to 
impose upon in.  The teacher's involvement in Loewen and Erlam's study was of 
questionable worth, but it was also impractical. Most teachers cannot realistically 
sit in on every chat session between student pairs and provide feedback. It would 
require a huge time commitment for, in the case of the study above, little payoff.  
One instructor maintained continuous real-time presence in a chatroom with only 
two students. And, again, despite the low student:teacher ratio (2:1), there was 






IV. Lessons from the business world 
This brings me to my other justification for remaining hands-off: it's not 
always “cost effective” to remain involved. Though Shirky's (2009) book "Here 
Comes Everybody" deals mostly with the integration of the business world with 
social media, there are many parallels to education in his writing. At one point he 
says that "a firm is successful when the costs of directing employee effort are lower 
than the potential gain from directing" (p.30). Is this the same in the classroom? 
One measure of teacher success is when he can guide student participation 
with a minimal amount of time commitment. Take the use of social media in the 
classroom as an example. Because scholars are not in agreement on the benefit of 
using social media in the classroom to language learning, an instructor who 
chooses to use something like Twitter must carefully consider how much 
involvement he is willing to have in its use. At the same time, there is the 
potential for huge returns on investment. By adopting a model that uses very little 
to none of the instructors time, any progress made through the interaction over 
the social media tool would be an exponential gain compared with the cost. 
There are other parallels between the classroom and business. Shirky points 
out that too much managerial overhead can bog down large groups. In the same 
way, it may be possible that too much teacher oversight can dissuade students. 
Opening up an activity to be governed by the students creates an inexpensively 
managed economy in the classroom that is still ruled by the teacher.  Shirky 
writes that "activities whose costs are higher than the potential value for both 
firms and markets simply don't happen" (p. 31). Likewise, in the classroom, an 
activity whose cost is too high for the teacher (too much time) and students (chat 
tool being used to subvert accepted power structures permitted by the tool) will 
likely be rejected by some of the parties involved.  Extensive involvement by the 
instructor ignores the power shift that Kress outlined and invalidates the use of 
social media in the first place. We saw in Loewen and Erlam how the students 
rejected the instructor's attempts to co-opt the social exchange and turn it into a 
teaching (hierarchical) activity. If we want to engage students through social 
media then we need to accept the new role we have in the new always-on world: 
that of co-author and collaborator. 
A heavy-handed approach such as dictating what a student should tweet puts 
a heavy burden on the instructor (they have to assess the tweet to see if it meets 
the grading criteria) and bogs down the interaction, communication, and creativity 
that could otherwise result from the use of the social tool. The cost increases for 
the student because they become conscious of the grade they will receive for their 
tweet if it is not done correctly. The forced participation alters the genuineness of 
the interaction by creating complicit students only going through the motions of 




doing an activity. A heavy-handed approach creates a high cost activity that 
ultimately benefits neither students nor teacher.  
 
V. Noisemaker 
Let’s imagine that you have successfully found a role for the instructor and 
have found a cost-effective way to sustain student interaction.  The always-on 
tool is now being used by your students in whatever capacity you have outlined for 
them.  The next challenge facing the instructor using always-on CMC in the 
classroom is mitigating noise. 
Dom Sagolla (2009), co-founder of Twitter, says that books are the place that 
people turn to find “solace.”  When you read a book the only voice you hear is your 
own.  Because social media is always on, it lends itself to being “noisy.”  There 
seems to be an endless stream of voices coming from multiple angles.  When 
speaking of the role of 140-character tweets, Sagolla says that books are “full of 
good words” because they have been filtered by the publishing industry.  However, 
there is no Twitter publishing house that will make sure all of your tweets are full 
of “good words.” A successful tweet is one that can cut through the noise of all 
other tweets.  Sagolla offers, then, that social media is a sink-or-swim writing 
environment. With so much noise, one must make sure that their tweet is not 
made up of poor or weak writing. 
The concept of “noise” has clear effects on the use of social media in the 
classroom. If a majority of posts done through social media are just noise, students 
run the risk of becoming accustomed to using the tool as a noisemaker themselves.   
That would be fair since they would be using it within their understanding of its 
affordances.  But in the classroom, we want to limit noise so that communication 
is meaningful and conducive of building community and learning among the 
students. 
This is possibly one of the most difficult mental blocks to overcome as an 
instructor.  Limiting noise in class tweets seems ideal in order to cut out 
distractions, but doing so robs the always-on tool of its genuine purpose.  Telling 
students that they cannot tweet images of their lunch goes against their 
perceptions of Twitter.  The noise is an integral part of a lot of always-on tools, 
and limiting the kinds of things that can be posted goes against the perceived 
value of the tools.   
Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram function primarily as platforms for us to 
talk about ourselves and brag about our own lives.  Kress sees the engagement of 
students' egos as a good thing.  He mentions that “portable technology offers the 
hope of dealing with the seemingly problematic physicality of the school, its 




and to provide instead the physical, social and emotional mobility as freedom of 
the individual” (p.29).   I take this to mean that providing an online space for 
students to put their egos on display is a primary function of always-on tools.  
Allowing students to talk about themselves via Twitter allows them to do 
something they never could within the walls of the physical classroom: be 
themselves.   
 
VI. Conclusion 
This paper presumes that the goal of using always-on technologies in a 
classroom is to foster genuine interaction between students.  The most difficult 
thing going forward, then, is finding ways to use always-on spaces in more 
constructive (not constructed) ways.  Kress says that a horizontal power 
structure is what the youth sees as the norm because that is the way current 
communications technologies operate.  It's not enough to simply provide a space 
for that kind of communication to exist.  Students need to be led to utilize that 
space as a place where they can exert the power they are so good at wielding.  
This may be an uphill battle.  Despite Kress' argument that social interaction 
parallels communication technology, university students and teachers are already 
acculturated to the way power works in the classroom.  It would take a lot of time 
to convince students that this hierarchy is not a matter of fact. 
Using Twitter in past classes, I did witness the slightest of shifts in power as 
my students began to realize that the teacher was not always the one with the 
answers. For example, in one instance students used Twitter to ask each-other 
questions regarding the formatting of an upcoming essay. Even though it was 
simple information they could have found on the assignment sheet, they chose to 
ask their peers on Twitter.  They seemed to want to use the tech in a distributed 
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